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Introduction
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• Exploring probabilistic grammar(s) in varieties of English around the world 
• Thesis supervised by Benedikt Szmrecsanyi (KU Leuven) and Joybrato Mukherjee (JLU 
Giessen)

• Other alternations

o Dative alternation (M. Röthlisberger)

o Particle placement (J. Grafmiller)

o Finite/non-finite complementation (B. Szmrecsanyi)

o …

• Combination of the Probabilistic Grammar Framework and the English World-Wide 
Paradigm
Picture ICAME dinner
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Probabilistic Grammar Framework
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• Explore hidden – though cognitively ‘real’ – probabilistic 
constraints on grammatical variation

• Three crucial assumptions

1. syntactic variation – and change – is subtle, 
gradient & probabilistic rather than categorical in 
nature

2. linguistic knowledge includes knowledge of 
probabilities, and speakers have powerful 
predictive capacities

3. corpus-based regression models match 
speaker’s predictive abilities in precise ways
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English World-Wide Paradigm
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• Wide range of postcolonial VoE (ICE-9)

o Native varieties (L1), e.g. New Zealand English

o Second language varieties (L2), e.g. Hong Kong English

o “language shift” varieties, e.g. Irish English
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The Genitive Alternation
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!
!
!
!
(1) The [spokesperson]possessum of [the family]possessor 

(2)  [The family]possessor’s [spokesperson]possessum

• “Today, genitive variation is arguably the best 
researched of all syntactic alternations in 
English.” (Rosenbach 2014: 215)

Thomas 1931; Sorheim 1980; Altenberg 1982; Jucker 1993; Anschutz 1997; Rosenbach & Vezzosi 2000;  
Rosenbach 2002, 2003; Gries 2002; Stefanowitsch 2003; Kreyer 2003; Rosenbach 2005; Hinrichs & Szmrecsanyi 
2007; Szmrecsanyi & Hinrichs 2008; Szmrecsanyi 2010; Jankowski & Tagliamonte 2014; Hundt & Szmrecsanyi 2012; 
Szmrecsanyi 2013; Wolk, Bresnan, Rosenbach & Szmrecsanyi 2013; Grafmiller to appear, …
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Research Questions
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1. To what extent do VoE share the factors that determine 
the choice between s-genitive and of-genitive? Where do 
they differ?

2. Are differences random, or can they be explained by 
sociohistorical factors (e.g. Schneider 2007)?

3. What is the role of modes, registers, or idiolects across 
VoE?
Some Important 
Factors
Animacy, Givenness/Topicality, 
Syntactic Weight, Final Sibilancy
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Animacy
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• Most important predictor (cf. Grafmiller to appear: 3, 
Hinrichs & Szmrecsanyi 2007: 464, Rosenbach 2014: 230, 
inter alia)  

• Grammar books (e.g. Murphy 2012: 162f.)
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Animacy
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• Big player in diachronic changes (Hinrichs & Szmrecsanyi 
2007)

• Focus on possessor, but relative animacy might also be 
important

• Categorization

o ANIMATE, INANIMATE (most common)

o We use five levels: HUMAN/ANIMAL, COLLECTIVE, LOCATIVE, 
TEMPORAL, INANIMATE (Wolk et al. 2013)

o Depending on size of the database
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Givenness/Topicality
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• If a possessor has been mentioned before, it is GIVEN 
(contextual determined)

!
!
!
!
!
!
• Given possessors favor the s-genitive

• Automatic vs. manual approach (cf. Hinrichs & 
Szmrecsanyi 2007 vs. Grafmiller to appear)
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Syntactic Weight
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(4) I said to my dad, “I will never ever take speed.”

(5) *I said “I will never ever take speed” to my dad.

 The principle of end weight:  
  “the tendency for long and  
  complex elements to be placed  
  towards the end of a clause.”  
  (Biber et al. 1999: 898)

(6) *whatever happened on November the thirty-first nineteen 
ninety-two’s night.

(7) whatever happened on the night of November the thirty-
first nineteen ninety-two.
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Syntactic Weight
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• Operationalization? 
(8) whatever happened on the night of November the thirty-
first nineteen ninety-two. 
!
possessor possessum ratio
words 7 2 3.5
characters 45 9 5
syllables 12 2 6
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Final Sibilant in the Possessor
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• [s], [z], [ʃ], [tʃ], [ʒ], or [dʒ]

• If a possessor ends in a sibilant, the genitive construction 
is less likely to be realized as s-genitive

(11) The size of the packs

(12) *The packs’s size 
• Pronunciation dictionaries (e.g. CMU Pronunciation 
Dictionary)
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Potential Problem: Multicollinearity
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• E.g. animacy and syntactic weight

(11) From Kuhn’s particular point of view, this is mistaken 
	 

!
!
!
!
!
!
(Baayen 2008: 182)
Extraction and 
Annotation
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Obtaining Interchangeable Genitives
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1. Search for all instances of

a.  ’s OR s’ * 
b.  of 
2. Filter results

a. automatically  
(Perl script)

b. manually  
(Web-based  
annotation tool) 
(Rosenbach 2002: 28) 
!
(9) one of my children
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Automatic Filtering
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Manual Filtering
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http://www.benedikt-heller.de/ga
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Work Plan – Major Goals
25
• 2014: Finish interchangeability coding for ICE-GB, ICE-
India, ICE-Canada (if possible also ICE-Singapore)

• 2015: Finish interchangeability coding and factor 
annotation, publish preliminary results

• 2016: Statistical analysis

• 2017: Write up thesis
Statistical Analysis
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Multilevel Mixed-Effects Models
27
!
!
!
!
!
(Gries to appear: 3)

!
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Multilevel Mixed-Effects Models
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!
!
!
!
!
!
(Gries to appear: 10, 11)

• Random effects can account for idiosyncrasies of 
speakers, modes, genres, words, etc. (cf. Gelman & Hill 
2007: 245f.)

• Hierarchical structure of corpora
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Expected Results
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!
!
!
!
!
!
(Hundt and Szmrecsanyi 2012: 258)
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